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| BY CASEY DELANEY |
Whispers were heard 
among the crowd, “I’ve 
never seen anything 





TO OU LAW 
The University of Oklahoma College 
of Law has been fortunate to host 
numerous members of the United 
States Supreme Court over the past 
several years, including Chief Justice 
John Roberts, Associate Justice Stephen 
Breyer, Associate Justice Anthony 
Kennedy, and retired Associate Justice 
Sandra Day O’Connor. However, it 
will not be disputed by anyone in 
attendance on September 12, 2014, that 
Associate Justice Sonia Sotomayor is by 
far the most energetic justice to ever 
visit OU Law. 
Sotomayor arrived at 9 a.m. for a private 
breakfast with the OU Law faculty in the 
beautiful Sneed Lounge. She never took 
a bite. As members of the faculty enjoyed 
their breakfast, Sotomayor worked her 
way around each table, making sure to 
speak with each faculty member present. 
Everyone was instantly in awe of her 
personable demeanor and genuine 
kindness. There was no air of self-
importance. Sotomayor immediately felt 
like a friend; yet, people knew they were 
standing in the presence of one of the 
most powerful jurists in the world. She 
would often take a person’s hand in her 
own, or place her hand on their shoulder 
as she spoke to them. Her eye contact 
was constant and sincere, each person 
understanding that she genuinely wanted 
to know them in what few minutes she 
had with them. 
The breakfast was immediately followed 
by a fireside chat with more than 300 
students, faculty, staff and members of 
the public in the Dick Bell Courtroom and 
overflow seating in the library sky box 
and Kerr Student Lounge. President David 
L. Boren (’68) welcomed the crowd. 
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“Particularly at the Supreme Court of the 
United States, our nation must depend 
upon men and women who set aside 
their personal biases, who set aside 
rigid ideologies, who confront each case 
with fairness, honesty and with the full 
powers of their intellect,” said Boren. 
“That is exactly what Justice Sotomayor 
does. That’s why – not just because she 
is a member of the Supreme Court of the 
United States, a distinguished justice – it’s 
for her personal qualities of faithfulness 
to the rule of law that gives all of us 
great honor today to welcome her to this 
university.”
For the fireside chat, Sotomayor was 
seated on stage between Dean Joe 
Harroz and Professor Joseph Thai, who 
previously clerked for Justices John Paul 
Stevens and Byron White. The chat began 
with short remarks from Sotomayor, 
where she encouraged students, “don’t 
forget that the law can be something 
that is incredibly powerful to the people 
you affect and to the people who you 
will represent. Please enjoy it as much as 
I do; stay as passionate as you can about 
it. I have been practicing now as a lawyer 
and judge for decades, and for me to tell 
you that I still love being a lawyer, I hope 
says a lot to you.” 
Following her remarks, Thai moderated 
a question-and-answer session with 
the OU Law students, giving them 
the maximum amount of time to ask 
questions of a current sitting justice. As 
soon as the first student stood to ask 
her question, Sotomayor jumped from 
her seat and said, “Now, for everybody 
who gets a question, I will come up and 
take a picture with you … I’m going to 
walk into the crowd and I’m going to tell 
somebody to move over and take pictures 
so the photographer can get me with a 
lot of students, but don’t stop asking me 
questions.” 
She did just that. She worked her way in 
and among the aisles of students in the 
stadium seating of the courtroom – often 
sitting on the armrest between students 
and telling them “we can share a seat, 
come on!” – taking photographs with 
numerous students, but never failing 
to answer the questions posed to her. 
Faculty, staff and students sat in wonder 
as they watched a United States Supreme 
Court Justice place herself in the closest 
proximity possible to the OU Law student 
body. The down-to-earth, personable 
nature of Sotomayor was not lost on 
anyone. Whispers were heard among 
the crowd, “I’ve never seen anything like 
this,” and “Isn’t she remarkable?” 
Harroz concluded the fireside chat 
by stating, “Watching everyone’s 
expressions, it has been more than 
we could ever ask for in terms of your 
candor, and your engagement, and your 
involvement. I’ll never again look into 
this courtroom without thinking about 
"…it’s for her personal 
qualities of faithfulness to 
the rule of law that gives 
all of us great honor today 
to welcome her to this 
university.”
— PRESIDENT DAVID L. BOREN
Dean Harroz and President Boren welcome Justice Sotomayor.
Published by University of Oklahoma College of Law Digital Commons, 2015
5SOONER L AW YER 
you sitting in the middle of all of our 
students. I know on behalf of all the 
students, faculty and staff — this special 
community — I cannot say thank you in a 
more profound way.”
Afterwards, Sotomayor joined 200 OU 
Law alumni for lunch in the Sandy Bell 
Gallery at the Fred Jones Jr. Museum 
of Art. No different than the morning 
activities, Sotomayor took a hand-held 
microphone as she worked her way in 
among the closely placed circular tables 
to answer questions from alumni. Each 
time she stopped to answer, she had a 
photograph taken with the person asking 
the question. Often, as she answered the 
questions, she would place a hand on 
the shoulder or arm of someone seated 
at the table where she was standing. 
Her warmth radiated through the crowd, 
and alumni remarked that it was one 
of the greatest OU Law events they 
had attended.
Born in June 1954 to Puerto Rican-born 
parents, Sotomayor became an American 
icon when she was nominated and 
confirmed to the United States Supreme 
Court. She was the first Hispanic and 
the third woman ever appointed to 
the Court. Justice Sotomayor earned a 
bachelor’s degree in 1976 from Princeton 
University, graduating summa cum laude 
and receiving the university’s highest 
academic honor. She went to Yale, 
where she earned a juris doctor degree 
and served as an editor of The Yale 
Law Journal.
Upon graduating in 1979, she served as 
assistant district attorney in the New York 
County District Attorney’s Office until 
1984. She then litigated international 
commercial matters in New York City 
at Pavia & Harcourt, where she made 
partner. In 1991, President George H.W. 
Bush nominated her to the U.S. District 
Court, Southern District of New York. She 
served in that role from 1992–1998 and 
served as a judge on the U.S. Court of 
Appeals for the 2nd Circuit from 1998–
2009. She assumed her role as associate 
justice of the U.S. Supreme Court on 
August 8, 2009. 
Sotomayor is the author of the 
autobiography My Beloved World, 
published in 2014. In her book, she 
details a childhood of growing up in a 
Bronx housing project, and her journey 
that ultimately led her to the federal 
bench. Diagnosed with childhood 
diabetes, she learned to give herself 
insulin shots and knew that she must 
depend upon herself. “It then dawned on 
me: if I needed to have these shots every 
day for the rest of my life, the only way 
I’d survive was to do it myself.” She tells 
of her experience with an alcoholic father 
who passed away when she was only 9, 
and her mother’s following depression 
and grief. Sotomayor turned to books 
and reading, and despite her mother’s 
struggles, credits her for speaking English 
with her children and buying them 
Encyclopaedia Britannica. 
The book gives little insight into the 
justice’s politics or legal philosophy, but 
instead shares a personal look into her 
person and heart. She reveals her battle 
with diabetes, the loss of her father, her 
cousin’s death from AIDS, her nicotine 
addiction, her divorce and her regrets of 
not having children. Her goal? That she 
be an example of hard work and a happy 
ending. She writes:
"The challenges I have faced – among 
them material poverty, chronic illness, 
and being raised by a single mother 
– are not uncommon, but neither 
have they kept me from uncommon 
achievements. For many it is a source 
of hope to see someone realize her 
dreams while bearing such burdens. 
Justice Sotomayor visits with faculty members.
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Having caught people’s attention in this 
way, I’ve thought long and hard about 
what lessons my life might hold for 
others, young people especially. How 
is it that adversity has spurred me on 
instead of knocking me down? What 
are the sources of my own hope and 
optimism? Most essentially, my purpose 
in writing is to make my hopeful example 
accessible. People who lived in difficult 
circumstances need to know that happy 
endings are possible."
Not unlike her book, a few OU College 
of Law faculty and administrators were 
fortunate to witness a true look into the 
person and heart of Sotomayor. The day 
before her arrival, OU Law administrators 
received an e-mail from Barbara Merckx, 
stepmother of Norman seventh-grader 
Emily, who was a “huge fan” of Justice 
Sotomayor. Merckx explained that Emily 
was a young Hispanic girl who had 
endured difficult circumstances in her 
early childhood while living in another 
state. Emily was brought to Norman to 
live with her father, and has thrived for 
the past five years.
Merckx explained Emily’s dream is to 
someday become an attorney and judge. 
For Christmas, Emily’s grandfather gave 
her Sotomayor’s book and told her he 
knew she could grow up to be just like 
Sotomayor. He died of a massive stroke 
three days after presenting her with 
the book. 
Merckx asked if it would be possible for 
Emily to attend the fireside chat. Moved 
by her story, Harroz and OU Law staff 
quickly arranged a front row seat for this 
kind, quiet girl. Sotomayor had not been 
told about Emily’s attendance or story. 
Following the fireside chat, and before 
the alumni luncheon, Sotomayor was 
taken to the private judges’ chambers off 
the courtroom. As Harroz was escorting 
her out, he spontaneously motioned 
for Emily and Merckx to follow them 
into the judges’ chambers. Sotomayor 
immediately approached them and 
inquired as to who they were.
Merckx stepped forward and shared 
Emily’s story with Sotomayor. Sotomayor 
immediately grabbed Emily in an 
embrace, and then lowered herself to 
her knees to meet Emily eye-to-eye and 
took each of her little shoulders into her 
hands. She spoke in hushed tones, but 
everyone could hear as she stressed to 
Emily that she was amazing, and she was 
confident Emily would do great things in 
her life. 
Emily’s dream is to 
someday become an 
attorney and judge. 
For Christmas, Emily’s 
grandfather gave her 
Sotomayor’s book and 
told her he knew she 
could grow up to be just 
like Sotomayor. 
Justice Sotomayor greets Emily in the judges' chambers.
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It was clear by the passion on 
Sotomayor’s face that at that moment, 
Emily was the only person in the room 
despite it being full. As she stood, 
Sotomayor gave Emily another hug and 
extended a heartfelt invitation for Emily 
and her family to join Sotomayor in 
Washington, D.C. Merckx later shared 
that as Emily left that day she said, “I 
think this is what someone who wins the 
lottery might feel like.” 
In her book, Sotomayor writes, “I have 
ventured to write more intimately about 
my personal life than is customary for 
a member of the Supreme Court, and 
with that candor comes a measure 
of vulnerability. I will be judged as a 
human being by what readers find here. 
There are hazards to openness, but 
they seem minor compared with the 
possibility that some readers may find 
comfort, perhaps even inspiration, from 
a close examination of how an ordinary 
person, with strengths and weaknesses 
like anyone else, has managed an 
extraordinary journey.”
In that moment, watching Emily and 
Sotomayor, there was not a dry eye in 
the room. The openness and vulnerability 
of Sotomayor as a human being was 
nothing short of remarkable. At that 
moment, it did not matter a person’s 
political affiliation, ideologies, legal 
philosophy, gender, or age – everyone 
in that small chamber room could not 
hold back their tears. It was a privilege 
to witness the person that is Sonia 
Sotomayor. She is genuine, she is real, 
and she is an incredible person. Anyone 
who came in contact with her that day 
felt just like Emily – like they had won the 
lottery. | S L |
Justice Sotomayor responds to a question during the luncheon with OU Law alumni.
First-year student Megan Anson not only got an answer to her question, but also a photo with  Justice 
Sotomayor.
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